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ELEVATORS AND PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES IN JAPAN:
FROM ACCESSIBILITY TO EGRESSIBILITY?

by Satoshi Kose, Dr. Eng. & Akihiko Hokugo, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

With a rapid aging of its society, Japan is trying to
prepare for the graying of the buildingusers. A new
law on accessibility of the aged and the physically
disabled is now being introduced, but it is not
obligatory nor does it refer to anything on
“egressibility.* WillJapan recognizethe accessibility
requirement as universal to all buildings, or will the
issue be taken as relevant just to a limited number
of buildings? Are people prepared to accept
accessibility requirements during emergencies as
well as in daily situations or will they prefer to leave
it untouched? Wiill there be any good ways toward
providing safety for the aged and the disabled
during fires? This paper presents current moves in
Japan, and discusses problems and opportunities.
It first explains the general context, then gives
information on elevator regulations. Thereatter, new
examples and proposals are shown, and possible
directions discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Japan has long assumed that building users are all
heafthy, robust people. Although the Japanese
Building Standard Law Statesthat it is for the safety
and sanitation of building users, the viewpoint of
non-average building users is almost non-existent.
(Even the viewpoint of "safety in use" has largely
beenneglected.... Forexample, stairsdon't haveto
have graspable handrails in a general sense. What
is called as a handraill B actually primarily a
guardrailto prevent a free fall to sideways.)

It is no wonder. More than 40 years ago when the
Law was first established, few non-average persons
were visible intown, still fewer moving around alone
(It is perhaps worth noting that some of the basic
ideas in the articles of the Law may date back as
early as 1919 when the Building in Urban Areas Law
was first made as a nationwide building control
measure). Majorities of dwellings were single

storied, most commercial facilities were low rise,
and only rarely people had to go to upper floors.
There were many people around who were ready to
assist people with disabilities (mostly informally, in-
home care in particular). Average length of life of
Japanese people was less than 60 that very few
aged persons were visible in the outside, either.
Those 65 and over have stayed only 5% of the
population until 1960s.

Unfortunately, partly because there was no regular
revision process for the law, and partly because
Japan was too slow to recognize the importance of
giving consideration to non-average people, non-
standard situations, the provision for people with
disabilities has been a kind of special privileges, not
the nom. Even the increase of people with
disabilities intown, and even the designationby the
United Nations of the InternationalYear of Disabled
Persons(IYDP: 1981) or the International Decade of
Disabled Persons(IDDP: 1983-1992), didn't succeed
in pushing through accessibility provisions in the
Building Standard Law. With the recognition of the
emergence of a highly aged society, it suddenly
came into the minds of ordinary people that Japan
has to be made accessible to the aged and
disabled persons. Only in 1994, the Ministry has
submitted to the DEL a special Law (Act) to
promote construction of buildingsto be accessible
with financial incentives. It became into force in
September 1984 with its design standards. Its
effectivenessis still to be Seen.

Asto fire safety issues (andanti-seismic iSSues)the
situation was a little different. Multiple loss of lives
in building fires (and damages to buildings from
severe earthquakes) almost invariably led to the
tightening of the Building Standard Law, its
Enforcement Order and Enforcement Regulations.
Introductionof new types of building structures also
triggered discussionson howto secure life safety of
occupants there. For larger buildings with a large
number of occupants, therefore, fire safety
requirements are supposed to be strict enough to
safeguard lives (but again only life safety of people
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with average abilities in mind),

JAPANESE REGULATIONS ON
ELEVATORS

What about elevators? Like in most countries,
Japanese customisto tell building occupants notto
use elevators in case of a fire (and an earthquake);
use emergency stairs instead.  Virtually no
discussionwas there beforethe introductionof ADA
and its Accessibility Guidelines were widely known.
Perhaps, it was only in September 1992 when
Architectural Institute of Japan (AlJ) had a small
symposium that the architects and designers were
reminded of the issue of life safety of people with
disabilities in a more general context (AlJ, 1992).
As a panelist one of the authors pointed out the
difficutties encountered (Kose, 1992¢), and one of
the panelists who used a wheelchair replied that he
never came up with the idea before: Accessibility (in
itsnarrowersense)was what he and his colleagues
had sought for until then.

In the Building Standard Law, there are provisions
of "emergency elevators ('elevatory equipment for
emergency use' isthe semi-officialtranslation of the
Japanese legalterm, but | referto it here as above)"
for use by fire fighters in case of a fire, for buildings
of exceeding 31m in height (Article 34 Paragraph 2
of the Law). The requirements are basically as
follows (Article 129-13-3 of Enforcement Order. The
transiation is modified by the authors for
clarification):

o Number of emergency elevatorswill be 1upto
1,500 sg. m per floor; there must be 1
additional every 3,000 sa. M per floor.

o Passenger lobbies be connected to each floor
space; be open to outside air, or smoke
exhaust system be provided: entrance doors
from occupied floor to passengerlobbiesbe fire
resistant (Type-A); passenger lobbies be of
fireproof construction; finishing materials be
non-combustible; passenger lobbies be
provided with emergency lighting; floor area be
10sg. m or more per elevator; be installed with
fire extinguishing equipment; be with signs
indicating necessary information.

o Hoistways be fireproof construction with
maximum two elevators in one unit.

o Walking distance on escape floors (Le, ground
floor or equivalent) from the lobby to the
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outside is maximum 30m,

o The cage must be controllable by responsible
persons as needed.

o Telephone communicationsystemsbe provided
inthe cage.

o Elevator doors should be able to be kept open
during fire fighting operation.

o Emergency power supply be provided for
operation.

o The elevator speed be 60 m per minute or
greater.

A queer thing about building smoke control is that
Japanese regulations normally assume smoke
exhaust (extraction/venting, i.e., dilution of smoke),
but not pressurization (keeping smoke away from
space). A British architect called this kind of
manner "conservative." Anyway, it SEemSto make
things more complicated as to how to secure
smokefree environment for emergency elevators
and their lobbies as well as emergency stairs.

elevators .
f
g‘r‘rﬁaeré’esﬁcyolfs %‘te'z'%esﬁ%ed by peoplg\wﬁgs%aﬁt

climb down emergency exit stairs. Only with the
discretionand under control of fire fighters, will they
be allowedto use. No explicit Statementisgiven as
to the possibility of the use of emergency elevators
by those who have difficutties going down
emergency stairs. In most cases, however, the
emergency elevators are placed next to the
protected emergency stairs, mostly sharing the
space with access lobby to the stairs and
passenger lobby of elevators. it is therefore likely
that people with mobility difficulties will be rescued
by fire fighters in due course as their prime
responsibility is to Save lives of occupants as well
as fire extinction.

NEWLY EMERGING IDEAS

Some of the buildingswhere occupantsor usersare
expected handicapped in the Sense of egress
capabiltties (buildings for the aged and disabled
persons, etc.), the concept of fire safety is being
devised to make it easier to secure lite safety of
occupants in case of a fire. There are only limited
examples of elevators designed for use during
egress of people with disabiliies. They are
proposed when they apply for approval of Fire
Safety Planning to the Building Center of Japan.
The application process is assumed to be a
preliminary stage for getting building permissionto
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certain kinds of buildings (large scale, high-rise,
etc) that they must be taken as examples of
advanced, well-thought-of design, not the normal
practice.

Ideas include: To make elevator design similar to
high rise buildings (evenfor low or medium rise) by
separating elevator and lobbiesfrom the occupiable
space to the far side of the building, to be exposed
to outside air; To make floor plan completely
separableto two (or more) identicalcompartmented
areas, etc., and making every area to be countable
as an area of refugefrom other parts. The ideahas
long been used for larger-scale hospital buildings.
Generally, this allows extended evacuationtime, and
the elevators could be used for evacuation if they
are reliable (i.e., no fear of power failure, orderly
use, overriding possibilities, etc.).

The following two examples show schematic
diagram of such arrangements for recent proposed
buildings. Both buildings house spaces for use by
peoplewith disabilities- a rehabilitation room (Fig.
1) and a technical aids showroom (Fig. 2), etc.-
that some of the building occupants are expected
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to have difficutties using emergency stairs. They
both use outdoor balconies aSthe area of refuge. in
addition to the protected lobby of emergency
elevators, because the lobbies are primarily
intended for use by fire fighters and thus they can
be narrow if there are more than a few number of
personswith disabilitieson specific floors, or if such
lobbies have to be the crucial space for fire fighting
operations.

The two examples shown here differ in its concept
onthe assignment of emergency stairs. It SEemsto
be based on the assumption of occupant load,
apparently rehabilitationroomsbeing more crowded
when training is in progress. The size of the
outdoor balcony also reflects such possibilities.

UNDER WHAT CONDITIONS CAN
ELEVATORSBEUSEDFOREGRESS?

There is another new move, from the side of the
elevator manufacturers. After detailed examination
of the ways matters are handled in the States and
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Figure 1 Example of emergency elevators coupied
with a continuous balcony acting as an area of
refuge. Here, one of the emergency elevators is
designated for use by people with disabilities. The
lobby is also protected from fire and smoke, and
has access to the emergency stair.

Figure 2 Example of an emergency elevator with
an adjoining separate balcony acting as an area of
refuge. The access lobby is also protected from fire
and smoke. Here, the stair is not an emergency
stair.
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in England, they are trying to present Japanese
proposals for elevators to be used for egress of
people with disabilities. The principlesas | am told
are not SO much different from what are accepted in
other countries. Their draft report (Technical
Committee on Elevators, 1984) states that the
followings are basic requirementsfor elevatorsto be
usable for egress of people with disabilities:

o Call from elevator lobbies should be negated
during emergencies. Rather, specially trained
and designated staff with assistant be ready to
operate elevators for rescue of people with
disabilities. To enable this to occur,
communication devises be provided in elevator
lobbies. Video camerasinstalled in lobbieswill
asist to check the status of urgency in these
lobbies. Temporary area of refuge (elevator
lobbies) be provided. Emergencypower supply
is advisable.

o In order to make the above workable, the
following features will be necessary:

o Elevator lobbies specially for people with
disabiliies (areas of temporary refuge) be
provided (this means that if the number of
disabled occupants is large, in such buildings
as rehabilitation centers, they have to be wide
enough to hold all occupants who have
difficutties in negotiating stairs); the hoistways
and lobbies be pressurized against smoke
intrusion; lobbies be connected to emergency
stairs, or safe route be provided; fire control
center be provided for operation; elevator
operator and assistant should work for rescue
operation; elevator operator should be directed
from control center for operation; emergency
operationof elevatorsbe calk-back and operator
controls; elevator lobbies at each floor should
be provided with communication systems for
request of operation; clear signs be provided
that the elevators will be out of operation for
those who can climb down stairs.

o The above operation should be basically under
the control of building management, and only
be done d the initial stage of a fire. 1t is also
possible that emergency elevators be used for
egress of people with disabilites, but
communication system will be needed.

The authors basically agree what are stated above.
One difficutty the authors noticed is the concept of
emergency power supply. Their draft proposal
states that emergency power supply is advisable,
not mandatory. It can leadto a cage beingtrapped
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between floors upon power failure. Even though
the operation be limited to the initial stage, the risk
of power failure shouldn't be underestimated. After
all, fatal fires have almost always beentriggered by
the occurrence of unthought of incidents, that we
should take into account the merits of
redundancies. The provision of emergency power
supply and its robustness is crucial to safeguard
elevators in operation.

The incident at the New York WTC demonstrated
that thoughtful planning of emergency power supply
is essential for effective operation. A more recent
incident at the Osaka Airport during flooding of
underground emergency power station in
September 1994 (just after the moving out of its key
functions to the New Kansai International Airport),
which paralyzed the function of the airport, again
demonstratedthe issue. Completely separated tho-
way power supply may reduce the risk to a
negligible degree, but this requirement should at
least clearly be stated. The use of emergency
elevators to evacuate people with disabilities until
the Fire Department arrives will cause no troubles,
provided that appropriate communication systems
are installed in the lobby.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The emergence of a highly aged society, and easier
access for people with disabilities is sure to unveil
the crucial problems in Japan as well as in other
countries. The above proposalwould be afirst Step
toward accessible*andegressible” builtenvironment
in Japan. AS researchers specialized in human
factors, and building users among the Japanese
baby-boomer and its succeeding generation, the
authors wish to have suggestions from experts
around the world and to see the situation in Japan
changed for a better future.
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The word "egress" is originally to be paired with
“ingress,”" not with "access.” However, for me, a
non-native speaker of English language, "access"
and "egress" sounds a good pair, thus 1decided to
use the words "egressibility” as a term having the
meaning of "(outbound) accessibility during
emergencies." It appears in page 329 of |IAPS12
Proceedings, Vel. 1,in a convener's foreword to a
Symposium “Lifesafety Design of Buildings for the
Disabled and Aged Persons: A Cross-Cultural
Comparison." When | suggested Dr. Jonathan Sime
of JSA inthe UK, he acceptedthe expression and
his presentation title was, "From Access to Egress:
Life Safety of People with Mobility Difficulties in
Buildings." page 333, IAPS12 Proceedings, Vol. I:
Book of Astracts, 1992. | also used the word
egressibility in my own abstract, page 330, and its
full paper, "Lifesatety Design of Buildings for the
Aged Persons: Recent Developments in Japan,” in
IAPS12 Proceedings, Vol. V: pages 324-327. Up
untl now, | have not yet heard any strong
objections; instead, | found someone other than me
using the Same word, egressibility.
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